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Dürst: First Letter from New Glarus

First Letter from New Glarus
The following letter comprises the first official report on the
emergence of New Glarus. It was written by Judge Niklaus Durst, and
signed by both Durst and Fridolin Streiff, several days after the group of
colonists arrived in Wisconsin.
Diirst wrote beautiful but complicated German. The original letter is
archived in the Pulverturm at Schwanden, Canton Glarus, where many of
the records of the Emigration Society are kept. This translation, by Peter
Etter and Leo Schelbert, tries to adapt to Diirst' s style as much as
possible without making the letter too difficult to understand. It is based
on the transcription made by Suzanne Peter-Kubli and published in Die
Welt ist hier weit, a special printing of the Yearbook of the Historischen
Vereins des Kantons Glarus, Volume 75, pages 15-23 (Glarus: Tschudi,
1995). Place names were changed to present-day usage.
This letter offers intriguing insights into the founding of New Glarus
which have not been discussed to any degree in earlier histories.
Particularly, Diirst explains how much more land could have been
purchased had prairie land been an acceptable option. He deplores the
difficulties the original immigrants had to endure because of unfortunate
circumstances and the lack of proper planning. He speculates that the
immigrants might have been better served had they waited out the winter
in St. Louis, due to cheaper provisions and the opportunity to earn cash,
and had put off the arrival at the settlement site until spring, 1846.

****
New Glarus in the Wisconsin Territory
August 19, 1845
To the Honorable Councilman Jenny in Schwanden, the President of the
Honorable Emigration Society of Canton Glarus, in the Name and for the
above Mentioned Society.
Highly Honored and Highly Esteemed Sirs!
Finally, finally the hour has now struck in which the undersigned are
put in the position to discharge that holy duty to you which has unfortunately pressed on us for a long time, namely that we are able to report
68
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to your Honors (as it is done herewith) regarding the kind of business
arrangements concerning the land purchase in this region which we have
made on our trip for the Honorable Society and also, whether, and
actually how, we have received our poor compatriots (the emigrants) etc.
Regarding the First Part we must unfortunately report to your Honors
that this has been such a truly difficult task as we ourselves, Mr. Blumer,
Mr. Frey, and the undersigned could not have imagined, that is the
purchase of such an amount of adjoining land, and for the State price
according to instruction, and corresponding to all human needs. Under
other circumstances, that is if we had not been, so to say, tied to the State
price for our purchase, this would not have been difficult, also not
difficult in relation to the State price if we had not taken it so seriously
regarding our duty toward your Honors and the poor emigrants; we had
this duty however, and we wanted to carry it out, as far as we could do it,
as well as possible. But this made our work difficult as we could soon
have found prairie (open land) without water and without woods etc. not
only for 106 but for a 1,000 families, but the woods which tormented us
the most and made us worry, had almost completely, if they bordered on
such land, been in the hands of so called land speculators or already
present settlers. The latter [woods] might on occasion have been gotten
for no money, on occasion however both [woods and adjoining land] by
special sacrifices; yet unfortunately for this the needed means were not at
our disposal and therefore our work was difficult and onerous (even
without considering all the deprivations and difficulties we had to
contend with in this matter and about which we do not want to lose a
word). But, your Honors, imagine, we kindly ask, this our situation and
the circumstances we encountered, and then ask yourselves whether we
had the honor to solve a pleasant task indeed? Yet we have to stop (about
this due to limitations of space). The writer of this will report to you
about everything conscientiously and in greater detail when his trip home
(God willing) has been happily concluded
Finally it was possible for us (so we believe) to find a favorable
place of settlement and that in what is called Wisconsin Territory in
Green County Township 4, Range 7. The land lies 8 miles from Exeter,
35 from Mineral Point, 15 from Madison and has nice characteristics
(according to our limited view, although others may see it differently). It
is partly somewhat hilly, but healthy. It contains for the most part good
fertile soil, good spring- and running water, as two brooks flow through
our land with plenty of fish, that is, of which the one has water power
which also can be utilized; on the first a mill, if needed two, could be
established which is rare here in the West, and where the water would be
too far from the future dwellings, it could easily be gotten by the digging
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of wells. Good and sufficient forest land, also not inconvenient in regard
to communication, so that by God we can hope that the emigrants, in
case they remain healthy and take care of their land with diligence and
good sense, will find themselves in time rewarded for their diligence
according to circumstances, but as to the latter, time will tell. But we are
sorry to have to inform you that for the time being (and as we think for
very good and multiple reasons) we were able to purchase only for 60
families, that is only 1200 acres, and these we had surveyed and
distributed to each at 20 acres.
Now your Honors will ask (we have no doubt) why did they
purchase only that much and not all the land which they had been
authorized to purchase? This is a question, however, about which, among
many other items, we will have to give account to you, and we are ready
in time to do so orally and in detail (God willing) by this writer. Gladly,
most gladly, would we have purchased everything now, but there were
good reasons which kept us from doing so for the time being which will,
as we believe, excuse us with you, once you have become fully familiar
with them, which because of limitation of space we cannot all list here.
According to law no one, also no association such as ours, may
purchase less than an 80 acre plot from the State, with the only exception
of a poor man who may obtain also a 40 acre plot if he swears to
purchase it not for speculation, but for himself and for settling on it.
Now, had we purchased the rest of the land in the name of our
Association (in 80 acre plots) and had it surveyed, perhaps half of the 80
acres could have been such land which, if not totally bad, the poor man
would have left alone and would not have paid for, yet still used like a
thousand others without purchasing it. A large sum of money would thus
have been spent from the coffers of the honorable Association and
poured into those of this State which we would not do in this manner,
and the land in question may nevertheless be used, by us before others,
by our poor emigrants for their cattle. For this and other reasons we
believed that we were dealing in the best interest of the honorable
Association and the emigrants if, for the time being, we were to stop
(namely at this spot) further and more purchases, and for so long as
sufficient report has been given about the matter and further steps have
been proposed, and until further decisions were taken which the
Association considered proper under the circumstances and in the
situation. For that (for their implementation) a delegation from home
would not be needed, but it could be done by Fridolin Streiff and
somebody else from here, thus it could be achieved without extra cost.
Should then the honorable Association want and demand that the rest
still be gotten there up to all 106 parts, (also not considering all the other
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proposals which the writer of this will be able to make orally), then we
believe that this could still be done in the immediate or not immediate
vicinity of here, about which your Honors are being asked to make a
decision in due time.
About the Second Part, the emigrants, we are unfortunately not able
to report much that is positive to you, and they encountered a variety of
difficulties (according to their report) already in Germany and Holland
which the honorable Society, that is also you yourself, did not foresee.
They were held up for many days in Manheim and in New Dieppe which
caused them almost unbearable costs and already created much
indignation among them, and on top of this they had a pretty long-lasting
ocean voyage (48 days), and they were also not treated according to the
ship contract in regard to provisions, in that they did not receive several
hundredweight that had been agreed upon, and in addition very much
was inedible, for instance biscuits and flour, so that they had to endure
great hunger; about that the report by leader Paul Grob will give details.
But what appears most conspicuous to us is the point that in
Baltimore, to where (rather than to New Orleans) they had been sent,
they were not received and led into the interior by anyone, but were left
standing there without any help (as God forsaken) and had to help
themselves. That this has happened with all of the precautionary
measures which you and also we had taken is still to this hour a riddle to
us. Although you may tell us that we should have done this, that we had
been ordered and obliged to this by the instruction and letter of Town
President Blumer dated 26 April of this year, which we however received
only 26 June in Mineral Point, but, most honored Sirs! Precisely the
charge of this letter, which had been written by Mr. W. H. Blumer, dated
Allentown 21 May of this year, must excuse us in this, because he, Mr.
Blumer, had taken on that duty, in that he states verbatim: "He would, if
possible, travel himself to Baltimore and send forth the immigrants in the
best way and, if possible, accompany them, until we would meet up with
them" (namely us) This reassured us and we hope that it will excuse us
with you and everyone, the emigrants at least clearly understand this.
Besides we believe that we have nevertheless fulfilled our duty
perfectly also in this regard in that we wanted to receive and guide them
to the colony on June 1 in St. Louis (due to correspondence between Mr.
Blumer and Mr. Frey), on the 24th of the same month in Milwaukee, 6
July in Como, and on the 19th at the latter place the same by Mr. Frey
alone. However, we had unfortunately had to return from all these places
without being able to receive them, what understandably cost us not a
small amount of money and time, and put us in no small difficulty,
because we have found ourselves for a very long time, actually until this
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hour, without any news from Mr. Blumer (except the letter which we
received from him 16 June in Mineral Point, and Mr. Frey on the 24 th of
the same month in Milwaukee). In the latter letter he told Mr. Frey that
he would then accompany, or have the emigrants accompanied, who
might arrive in Baltimore on 20 June, to Como, why we went in due time
to there, however again unfortunately for nothing, that is we had
understandably in the meantime sought land everywhere and, once
found, we have also checked it out.
Finally on Friday the 8th of this month two men, Paulus Grob and
Mathias Durst, came to us at the colony (to where we had gone on
Sunday the 20th of the month before and where we got to work right
away), for whom, or at least for news about them from Mr. Blumer, we
had been waiting for so long, and they informed us that the emigrants
had arrived in Baltimore on June 30, and on the 23rd [of July] in St.
Louis, the majority being still healthy, some having died at sea, some on
land or on rivers, and many having left [the group] in various towns of
America, as the name register of Paulus Grob will document which the
writer of this will present to you after his (God willing happy) return home.
Due to the instruction they had been given, they believed to meet us
for sure in St. Louis because they had not been told anything else in
Baltimore nor respectively been received there etc. We also, as
previously mentioned, had wanted to receive them in St. Louis, too early
unfortunately out of fear that they might have arrived there already, and
make for them the best possible arrangements, and we actually made
them; in that we had asked Johann Caspar Wild of Mitlodi (who speaks
English) as well as both Kundert and Schuler of Riiti, who all three were
at the time in that city, to look after the people as best as they could once
they had arrived there, until we had bought land and had informed them
about it, which to do they had firmly promised us, as we have also kept
punctually our promise to them.
In the meantime the situation, as mentioned above, changed
following the correspondence between Mr. Blumer and Mr. Frey, so that
we believed we would receive them not in St. Louis any more, but at the
other above mentioned places. But we were mistaken, and the emigrants
now came to St. Louis in that way. On the 17th of the month we bought
land in Mineral Point and at that hour we gave notice of it to the
mentioned Mr. Wild, yet did not believe that the emigrants were still
coming by way of St. Louis, but then wrote to Mr. Wild once more
according to our promise, since we also asked the latter to send our two
suitcases to Mineral Point which we had left at the latter place. Had this
letter been sent properly and on time, it would have been already in St.
Louis at their arrival, then they would have known to where they had
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immediately to travel. Yet it was apparently sent in a bad way and not
fast, and therefore they had to stay there for several days until they knew
where we had purchased land.
However, they were able to live there more cheaply than now on the
colony since in this [Wisconsin] Territory all groceries are sold for more
than in St. Louis, and from one point of view it would have been
desirable that they would still be there, and bad stayed there until Spring
because they could have, as pointed out, been able to live there more
cheaply and in addition also could have earned some money; on the other
hand it would have been better to be at the colony now (which is the
case) so they can prepare all sorts of things for next Spring, yes, if they
still had the necessary means for it; but most of them are here so
deprived of them that they would not have been able to make it all the
way to here, had we not helped them; alone we realized, if the whole
undertaking was not to be destroyed and the beautiful goal which
underlies it was not to be missed, we had in God's name to help them
some more - and until now we have also done so as much as we could.
However, our means are at present no longer strong in that we ourselves
have unfortunately used up not a small sum of money, due to the big
trips and the long time which we had to spend on them. Although we
have gotten from Mr. Dorler 500/five hundred dollars for our trip into the
interior of the country, that is from Mr. Bourry d'Ivemois and Company
in New York, also from the same 3000/three thousand dollars for the
land purchase, however [we spent] for the purchased twelve hundred
acres of land at 1 1/4 dollars per acre = 1500 dollars, and since we did
not purchase all the land to date, we gave 1200 dollars to Mr. Frey to
give to Mr. Blumer in Allentown (until further instructions of the
honorable Society).
Without wanting to talk about all the expenses for the journey and
other costs which we have had to date and will still have, you will, most
honored Sirs, probably understand that our present available money can
not be large anymore, yet the poor people must, must in God's name, if
the good noble purpose shall not be missed, be helped out, and that with
vigor. Certainly not all is lost, at least we hope and believe so. Once the
people are saved from their present wretched condition and are able to
move again, they will in time think of their rescuers or will have to think
of them. We could not leave them to starve at this moment, Christian and
human duty obliged us to it, especially considering that each person was
to receive from the honorable Society about 10 florins, according to the
letter from Rotterdam of Mr. Councilman Peter Jenny, dated 30 April of
this year, and also according to one of Town President Blumer of
Schwanden, dated 25 April, since they had to pay that sum at home to the
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honorable Committee. Before and previous to our getting involved in a
further and larger support we would have liked to correspond with you,
still before the writer of this starts his journey back to the fatherland
(which hopefully will happen at the end of this month). Yet since this
cannot happen anymore, the writer will not fail, once he has reached
New York and Allentown, to discuss this most important matter with
those gentlemen who at home had been recommended to us, and I have
no doubt, in case against all expectations the honorable Society should
not or could not assist them [the emigrants] anymore, these above
mentioned gentlemen would certainly do it.
After the emigrants had waited several days in St. Louis and found
themselves without news in the circumstances described above, on top of
which they were told we were long dead and that they should help
themselves as best they could, they understandably became even more
distraught and worried, yet decided nevertheless in their sad
circumstances to send two men after us in the persons of P. Grob and M.
Durst, and they were not to give up looking until they had news of
whether we were alive or dead. Honor to these men for their decision, it
is telling proof of their loyalty toward us as well as the beautiful
undertaking and proof of unshakable courage and endurance. However,
we must sadly report to you, honorable Sirs, that they [the emigrants] did
not live in brotherly harmony during the entire trip (as we heard from
some of the more quiet emigrants) as you and we would have wished.
Sadly, at present this is still more or less the case, even though we
seriously try to intervene as much as possible, but not everyone takes
advice as one wishes, but we hope, once the land has been drawn by lots
(which will happen tonight or tomorrow) and all gradually can take
control of their own matters that this evil will also be gone. However,
time will tell.
You, most honored Sirs, will understand that the trip of the two men
Grob and Durst involved again extra costs for the emigrants, due to no
fault of theirs or ours. Based upon fairness and righteousness we found
that the honorable Society should take care of these costs of [illegible]
dollars. Yet there will be no litigation in case it should find that we had
caused them and thus should also pay them (although we are totally
innocent in the matter), and once we have submitted the mentioned letter
of Mr. Blumer by the writer of this.
We must close. The writer of this will, when he is in New York and
before he embarks on the sea voyage, again inform you when, on which
ship, and to where he will go to sea. In the meantime, most honored Sirs,
accept the assurance of our most perfect respect and devotion from your,
thank God, always healthy,
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N. Durst
Fr. Streiff
P. S. Please forward the enclosed three letters to the address given and
collect the cost from the recipient.
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Portions of the first and last pages of the first letter written from New Glarus. The August
19, 1845, report to the Emigration Society detailed the land selection and arrival of the
colonists. It was signed by both Diirst and Streiff and saved in Switzerland.
(Gemeindearchiv Schwanden [Dorfmuseum Schwanden im Pulverturm])
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